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TIMES  WHEN  NOT  TO  PRAY 


I  speak  today  to  the  the  themes  Times  When  Not 
to  Pray,  and  confess  at  the  outset  that  knowingly  and 
in  full  possession  of  my  faculties  I  have  violated  a 
fundamental  rule  of  homiletics  by  stating  the  topic  in 
the  negative .  My  intention  is  to  speak  a  good  word 
for  piety  in  general  and  for  prayer  in  particular.  The 
word  "pious"  is  a  snarl  word  in  our  society  today .  It 
used  to  be  that  one  had  to  couple  this  adjective  with 
some  offensive  noun  to  make  it  hurt.  We  would  say  of 
one  whom  we  did  not  like^    "He  is  a  pious  fraud ^ "  or 
"He  is  a  pious  prude «"  But  now  the  term  is  in  such 
disrepute  that  it  is  enough  of  a  cut-down  to  say  sim- 
ply of  another^  "He  is  pious/' 

The  heart  of  piety  is  prayer.  As  prayer  goes^  so 
goes  piety.  And  prayer  isn't  going  too  well  in  our 
world  just  now.  John  Oliver  Nelson  who  has  worked 
with  ministers  and  taught  ministerial  students  for  more 
than  twenty-five  years  remarked  just  last  week  in  In- 
dianapolis that  the  average  minister  spends  about  se^ei 
minutes  a  day  in  prayer  and  meditation.  If  gold  rusts^ 
what  shall  iron  do?  The  only  prayer  that  many  laymen 
know  is  the  prayer  they  offer  in  company  with  other 
Christians  in  corporate  worship  on  those  Sundays  when 
they  happen  to  go  to  church. 

There  are  a  variety  of  reasons  for  this  demise  of 
prayer;  Changing  views  of  C^d^,  changing  views  of  the 
universe ,  changing  views  of  man5  changing  views  of  our- 
selves. All  of  these  play  a  part.  But  one  has  the 
feeling  that  prayer  is  no  longer  dominant  in  our  lives 
primarily  because  we  have  not  found  prayer  meaningful. 
Pragmatically  speaking  and  in  all  candor ^  many  of  us 
could  say  that  we  have  tried  prayer  and  it  simply  does 
not  work. 

Is  it  possible  that  prayer  did  not  prove  itself 
to  us  because  we  prayed  when  we  should  not  have  prayed? 


That  is,  did  we  pray  when  ve  should  have  "been  doing 
something  else?  I  speak  here  of  explicit  prayer ,  not 
the  implicit  prayer  that  Jesus  had  in  mind  when  he 
said,  "Men  ought  always  to  pray  and  not  to  faint" 
(Luke  l8:l)  or  St.  Paul  when  he  exhorted  the  Thessalo- 
nians  to  "pray  without  ceasing."  (I  Thess.  5°1?)  I  am 
talking  about  overt,  specific,  conscious  acts  of  pray- 
er. 

Sometimes  we  pray  when  we  ought  to  act.  There  is 
a  vivid  illustration  of  this  inclination  in  the  Old 
Testament  Book  of  Exodus c  The  Hebrew  children  were 
being  hounded  by  the  Egyptian  army  behind  them  and 
stalled  with  fear  at  the  sight  of  the  Red  Sea  before 
them.  They  brought  their  gripes  and  fears  to  Moses 
who  immediately  threw  himself  down  before  God  and  began 
to  pray.  God's  reaction  to  Moses'  prayer  was  surpris- 
ing. The  Lord  said  to  Moses,  "Why  do  you  cry  to  me? 
Tell  the  people  of  Israel  to  go  forward."  (Exodus  iki 
15)  What  kind  of  prayer  life  do  you  suppose  the  Hebrew 
people  could  have  known  had  they  not  responded  affirma- 
tively to  the  need  to  act  by  moving  on.   Prayer  becomes 
a  flat  and  arduous  business  when  we  refuse  to  obey  the 
leads  and  lights  that  God  has  given  us.   Prayer  must 
be  followed  by  the  courage  to  act.  As  the  missionaries 
of  another  day  used  to  put  it,  we  must  "move  out"  on 
the  promises  of  God. 

After  we  have  prayed  sufficiently  about  a  matter 
it  may  become  clear  to  us  that  there  is  some  relation- 
ship that  should  be  dropped;  some  ambition  that  should 
be  renounced;  some  decision  that  should  be  made;  some 
road  that  should  be  followed.  Until  we  take  such  ac- 
tion our  prayers  will  likely  become  a  meaningless  in- 
dulgence in  misdirected  piety. 

Our  colleague  and  friend  David  H.  C.  Read  speaks 
to  this  point  when  he  comments  on  that  word  from  the 
Psalm:   "I  will  walk  in  Thy  truth."  (Psalm  86:11 ) 
"Prayer  that  is  not  backed  by  resolution  is  nothing 
more  than  a  kind  of  spiritual  filibuster.  We  avoid 
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decision  by  endless  talking  to  God.   There  is  no  use 
praying  for  God's  way  if  we  are  not  prepared  to  follow 
it;  no  use  praying  for  light  if  we  don't  use  what  is 
given  us.   "I  will  walk  in  thy  Truth."  The  man  or  wo- 
man of  true  piety  is  not  simply  a  devout  believer  in 
prayer,  but  resolute  and  determined."  ■*- 

For  me  the  most  meaningful  part  of  Bishop  Robin- 
son's book,  Honest  to  God  was  his  acknowledgement  that 
prayer  bordered  on  the  meaningless  to  him  until  he 
began  to  correlate  his  prayer  with  his  work.   He  goes 
on  in  that  memorable  chapter  to  testify  that  when  he 
is  counselling  someone  who  comes  to  him  for  advice,  or 
otherwise  plowing  his  life  into  the  lives  of  other 
people  prayer  becomes  meaningful.   Here  there  is  that 
desirable  juncture  of  prayer  and  work.  One  time  when 
not  to  pray  is  when  we  ought  to  act  on  what  we  know. 

At  other  times  we  pray  when  in  fact  we  ought  to 
be  repenting.   There  is  a  stirring  illustration  of 
this  misuse  of  prayer  in  the  Old  Testament,  this  time 
in  the  Book  of  Joshua.  The  City  of  Jericho  had  been 
taken  from  the  Babylonians  and  God  had  given  orders 
that  all  the  spoils  of  battle  were  to  be  dedicated  to 
him,  regarded  as  tabou,  and  not  kept  by  any  individual. 
Achan  however  disobeyed.   He  took  a  Babylonian  garment 
and  a  wedge  of  gold  and  hid  them  in  his  tent.  The  re- 
sult was  affliction  and  defeat  for  the  people  of  Israel 
This  time  Joshua  was  God's  man  and  he  did  what  Moses 
did  in  the  other  instance.   He  began  to  pray  to  God  for 
deliverance  and  victory.   But  the  Lord  said  to  Joshua 
"Get  thee  up.  Wherefore  liest  thou  thus  upon  thy  face. 
Up,  sanctify  the  people."  (Josh.  10,  13a)  We  can  never 
pray  over  or  around  unrighteousness.   Prayer  cannot  by- 
pass the  fact  of  sin.   I  neeinot  labor  for  you  the  fact 
that  this  is  the  grand  theme  of  the  prophets  of  the 
Old  Testament;  that  the  priestly  without  the  prophetic 
is  ineffective;  that  prayer  unless  it  is  joined  with 
righteousness  is  a  mockery  to  God.  Notice  these  words 
from  Isiahs 


"Is  not  this  the  fast  that  I  choose:   to  loose 
the  bonds  of  wickedness,  to  undo  the  thongs  of  the 
yoke,  to  let  the  oppressed  go  free,  and  to  break  every 
yoke? 

"Is  it  not  to  share  your  bread  with  the  hungry, 
and  bring  the  homeless  poor  into  your  house;  when  you 
see  the  naked,  to  cover  him,  and  not  to  hide  yourself 
from  your  own  flesh? 

"Then  shall  your  light  break  forth  like  the  dawn, 
and  your  healing  shall  spring  up  speedily;  your  right- 
eousness shall  go  before  you,  the  glory  of  the  Lord 
shall  be  your  rear  guard, 

"Then  you  shall  call,  and  the  Lord  will  answer: 
you  shall  cry,  and  he  will  say,  Here  I  am."  (isa.  58: 
6-9) 

And  from  Amos: 

"I  hate,  I  despise  your  feasts,  and  I  take  no  de- 
light in  your  solemn  assemblies. 

"Take  away  from  me  the  noise  of  your  songs;  to 
the  melody  of  your  harps  I  will  not  listen. 

"But  let  justice  roll  down  like  waters,  and  right- 
eousness like  an  everflowing  stream.  (Amos  5*21,  23-24) 

It  is  a  tribute  to  prayer  that  we  cannot  counte- 
nance unrighteousness  and  still  pray  meaningfully. 
Prayer  is  morally  and  ethically  conditioned.  This 
came  home  to  me  forcefully  the  other  night  as  I  read 
again  the  story  of  Macbeth.   The  murder  has  been  com- 
mitted.  Duncan  is  dead  in  his  bed.  Macbeth  goes  in 
to  be  sure  that  the  watchmen  who  guarded  the  king  are 
not  privy  to  his  crime.   He  comes  back  and  says  to  his 
wife: 

"There's  one  did  laugh  in's  sleep,  and  cried 
Murder  I  That  they  did  wake  each  other:   I  stood  and 
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heard  them:   But  they  did  say  their  prayers,  and  ad- 
dress 'd  them  Again  to  sleep «  One  cried,  God  bless  us  I 
and,  Amen,  the  other; 

As  they  had  seen  me  with  these  hangman's  hands . 
Listening  their  fear,  I  could  not  say,  Amen.  When 
they  did  say,  God  bless  us." 

Lady  Macbeth  interrups,  "Consider  it  not  so  deep- 

iy." 

But  Macbeth  goes  on,  "But  wherefore  could  I  not 
pronounce  Amen?  I  had  most  need  of  blessing,  and  Amen 
Stuck  in  my  throat  0 "  2 

We  can't  pray  one  way  and  live  another .  We  can't 
expect  prayer  to  be  meaningful  to  us  if  we  participate 
for  example  in  anti- Semitic  acts  or  words  that  add  to 
the  grief  of  the  Jew.  We  can't  expect  prayer  to  be 
meaningful  to  us  if  we  support  uncritically  a  system 
that  exploits  the  black  man*  We  can't  expect  prayer 
to  be  meaningful  to  us  if  we  take  to  ourselves  bread 
enough  and  to  spare  and  forget  the  hunger  that  plagues 
the  "other  America"  and  so  much  of  the  -rest  of  the 
world.   "Why  liest  thou  here?  Up,  sanctify  the  people!" 
There  is  a  time  when  the  only  prayer  that  is  possible 
is  "Kyrie  Eleisonl"   "Lord  have  mercy!"  "If  I  regard 
iniquity  in  my  heart  the  Lord  will  not  hear  me«"  (Ps„ 
66:18) 

And  what  shall  we  say  of  Jesus'  words?   "So  if  you 
are  offering  your  gift  at  the  altar,  and  there  remem- 
ber that  your  brother  has  something  against  you#  leave 
your  gift  there  before  the  altar  and  go;  first  be  re- 
conciled to  your  brother,  and  then  come  and  offer  your 
gifto"  (Matt.  5°,23~2k) 

This  is  a  radical  word.  Usually  when  we  think  of 
how  radical  Jesus  was,  we  think  of  the  day  he  played 
bottoms-up  with  the  tables  in  the  temple .  But  that 
was  mild  compared  to  some  of  his  radical  observations 
on  worship.   If  when  you  come  to  perform  your  act  of 


piety ,  you  remember  that  your  brother  has  something 
against  you,  leave  your  gift!  He  didn't  say  "Run 
through  the  rest  of  the  service,  take  communion,  rush 
through  the  last  hymn  and  then  go  out  and  make  it 
right."   Leave  thy  gift  there  at  the  altar.   Seek  out 
thy  brother  and  then  come  and  make  thy  gift. 

This  is  a  time  when  not  to  pray,  when  we  should 
be  "making  up."  Nothing  will  more  surely  stifle  our 
prayers  than  the  accumulated  resentments  of  the  years. 
Eventually  we  get  to  the  place  where  either  we  give  up 
our  resentments  or  we  give  up  prayer .   This  is  what 
Paul  had  in  mind  when  he  said  to  the  Phillippians. 
"Treat  one  another  with  the  same  spirit  as  you  experi- 
ence in  Christ  Jesus."  (Phil.  2:5  Moffatt)   In  the 
Methodist  Service  of  Communion  the  invitation  is  given 
in  these  words:   "Ye  that  do  truly  and  earnestly  re- 
pent of  your  sins,  and  are  in  love  and  charity  with 
your  neighbors  and  intend  to  lead  a  new  life,   follow- 
ing the  commandments  of  God,  and  walking  from  hence- 
forth in  His  holy  ways;  draw  near  with  faith  and  take 
this  holy  sacrament  to  your  comfort;  and  devoutly 
kneeling  make  your  humble  confession  to  Almighty  God." 

There  are  basic  sensate  experiences  that  we  can 
know  in  our  relationship  to  the  physical  universe,  sen- 
sations that  no  one  can  feel  for  us.  You  can  make  your 
own  list.   I  jotted  down  these:  A  ride  in  a  roller 
coaster  for  the  first  time,  diving  or  jumping  from  a 
highboard,  a  parachute  leap,  skimming  across  the  water 
on  skis,  moving  around  under  water  as  a  scuba  diver, 
orbiting  the  earth  in  a  space  craft,  and,  we  might  add, 
riding  in  a  taxicab  in  New  York  Cityi 

But  there  are  also  basic  experiences  that  belong 
to  a  man  in  the  deep  life  of  his  soul.  These  are  at 
least  three  in  number:  There  is  the  experience  of 
awe,  as  when  we  stand  in  the  presence  of  the  majesty 
of  God's  handiwork,  perhaps  before  a  mountain  towering 
dim  purple  in  the  distance.  There  is  the  feeling  of 
penitence  as  when  we  stand  confronted  by  the  holy,  and 
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can  only  think  to  say,  "It's  me,  it's  me^  it's  me,  0 
Lord,  standing  in  the  need  of  prayer  I "  And  there  is 
the  experience  of  reconciliation,,  This  experience  we 
ecstatically  describe  with  such  words  as  joyl  peace  I 
freedom!  release  I  life  I  happiness  I   It  may  be  that 
prayer  for  some  of  us  has  become  a  humdrum  sometime 
things  because  we  have  never  known  what  it  is  to  over- 
come estrangement  and  alienation .   Perhaps  we  have 
never  left  our  gift  at  the  altar  in  order  first  to  re- 
unite that  which  has  been  severed . 

We  are  never  more  like  God  then  when  we  become 
agents  of  reconciliation <>  Reuel  Howe  tells  the  story 
of  a  Chinese  painter  who  wished  to  paint  a  picture  of 
the  prodigal  son.   His  first  offering  had  the  father 
standing  by  the  gate  looking  down  the  road  toward  the 
son  who  was  obviously  coming  home*  A  Christian  friend 
said j  "No,  you  don't  quite  have  it  right.  The  father 
should  not  be  standing  waitings   He  should  be  running 
to  meet  his  son."  The  artist  said,  "Yes,  but  no 
Chinese  father  could  do  that  I"  The  friend  replied, 
"That ' s  just  the  point »  No  human  father  could  do  that . 
But  this  story  is  the  astonishing  story  of  the  love  of 
God."  In  the  final  picture  the  artist  showed  the 
father  running  to  meet  his  son,  and  the  shoes  on  his 
feet  didn't  match .  * 

Have  I  prayed  when  I  should  have  acted?  When  I 
should  have  repented?  When  1  should  have  been  recon- 
ciled to  another?   "Why  do  you  cry  to  me?  Tell  the 
people  of  Israel  to  go  forward/'  "Get  thee  up.  Where- 
fore liest  thou  thus  upon  thy  face.  Up,  sanctify  the 
people/'  "Leave  your  gift  before  the  altar  and  goj 
first  be  reconciled  to  your  brother,  and  then  come  and 
offer  your  gift." 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


0  God  we  thank  thee  that  in  our  better  moments 
we  know  that  prayer  is  real. 

Forgive  us  if  we  have  robbed  prayer  of  its 
power  for  ourselves  and  others  by  using 
it  to  clothe  a  rebellious  will,  an  indif- 
ference toward  sin,  a  strained  relationship. 

Help  us  to  seek  thee  with  all  our  hearts  that 
we  may  truly  find. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  Our  Lord.     Amen. 
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